The Walt Whitman Archive now offers the most comprehensive representation of Louisa Van Velsor Whitman's life and thought to date. As if anticipating the question "In what ways does Louisa Van Velsor's life merit careful critical attention?," Wesley Raabe, the editor of Louisa's letters to Walt recently published on the Archive, answers in his long and illuminating introductory essay: "The full range of her letters exert their own gravity: they move the center of orbit in family correspondence from Walt to his mother, they highlight her wide range of social interactions and her verbal inventiveness in spite of the grating burden of financial dependence, they illuminate some familiar phrases in Walt's poetry and correspondence, and they may invite scholars to reconsider the impetus for Walt's first post-Civil War revision of Leaves of Grass." Raabe goes on to propose that another merit of Louisa's letters "is that they are a rare extended record of the life of a working-class woman during the Civil War and Reconstruction." And Raabe offers a powerful justification for devoting such a substantial section of the Whitman Archive to Louisa: "The digital archive that bears the poet's name now encompasses another, his mother Louisa, whose letters may best serve those readers who heed his great poem, and who, upon failing to fetch him at first, should keep encouraged, who missing him in one place should search another."
Raabe warns us that, in his notes to the letters, he will repeat brief information on each Whitman family member "because many who access this part of the Archive do so searching for one distinct letter." Therefore, he says, "it is necessary that each reader has the whole as well as the part." True enough, but it is lamentable that some readers are "searching for one distinct letter," because the only way a reader can truly hear Louisa's voice-and voice is as important as (and, at times, more important than) content-is by reading her letters one after the other: full immersion. While reading Louisa's 170 letters and Raabe's annotations along with his introductory essay, I finally had but two reservations among the otherwise extreme admiration I felt for his work.
Because Louisa's voice is so vital, I believe it is important when writing about her to use as many of her own words as possible. I would have liked to hear more of Louisa's words in Raabe's essay, more lines from Louisa's letters to exemplify points, as when Raabe quotes her "litany of inventive formulas of thanks" to Walt. At such moments, I could hear Louisa. And yet, I hesitate to complain because, unlike many previous Whitman scholars, Raabe so consistently honors Louisa. Writing about the gifts for which Louisa is offering her litany of thanks, Raabe says, "The small gifts that Walt enclosed helped his mother to maintain a semblance of personal dignity. . . ."
My second reservation has to do with Raabe's phrase "move the center of orbit," quoted earlier. Raabe certainly does not make Louisa a footnote to Walt, and as I applaud that, it may seem wrong for me to want Raabe to put more of Whitman's work in the context of Louisa's letters. Still, I wanted Raabe to examine more closely Whitman's key publishing moments when those moments coincided with Louisa's letters. Though there are only three 1860 letters, I wanted to hear a bit about the third edition of Leaves, which was appearing at the time of the letters. The fourth edition of 1867 and the fifth edition of 1870-1871 could also have received more note, especially given that Raabe has indicated that the letters throw light on the post-war editions of Leaves of Grass.
The last ten pages of Raabe's essay provide readers with information regarding his editorial practice and how it fits in with the Archive as a whole. Raabe notes the various editors of the Whitman family correspondence who previously edited some of Louisa's letters and then goes into detail about his own methods. He tells us he has revised the date-range or dates for seventy-one letters. Twenty-seven letters in this collection had not been previously listed. Raabe has a searching and inventive mind, which is evident throughout the introductory essay and notes, and he is meticulous in his tracking of the dates of Louisa's letters.
Raabe's annotations, in a way, form a second essay; they provide valuable historical, political, cultural, medicinal, and scientific information. As a Brooklyn resident, I delighted in all of the Brooklyn references and links, as well as information about and links to many periodicals. And, if I need to read one of Jeff's letters to gain more context, it is a click away.
Raabe explains how he handles Louisa's non-standard punctuation and uses felicitous phrasing in speaking of Louisa's use of the stray end-parenthesis: "Her mark signals a brief stay before the headlong rush of thought returns." Raabe also takes care to provide readers with detailed information as to when and where and why his own editorial marks are placed where they are and goes on to explain that if the superscript used in the transcriptions bothers a reader, she or he can choose to read the letters in the photographic scans the Archive provides. Again, Raabe provides readers specific information about what they are encountering in his transcriptions: "Because digital images of manuscript letters from Louisa to Walt have been acquired for all letters, in no case do transcriptions in this edition rely on manuscript book type transcriptions (with two minor exceptions) or previously edited texts of the letters." After then offering a section on secondary materials, Raabe ends his essay with a generous and detailed section of acknowledgements. This edition of letters is a model of scholarly editing practices.
What Raabe's work gives us, finally, is the opportunity to hear Louisa and to know her in ways that we have previously only been able to glimpse. We can follow, for example, her careful tracking of Walt's work. She mentions, early in her letters, reading reviews of Leaves of Grass, but by far her most impressive response was to Anne Gilchrist's "A Woman's Estimate of Walt Whitman," which appeared in the Radical, May, 1870. In a May 17?-June 12?, 1870, letter to Walt, Louisa says: "that Lady seems to understand your writing better than ever any one did before as if she could see right through We can also trace a back-and-forth echoing of diction between Louisa and Walt. Louisa begins her July 1, 1868, letter to Walt, as was her custom, by acknowledging Walt's letter and thanking him for the writing material and money order he had sent: " i got your letter yesterday and the money order and magazine and two papers all very good it will last me some time to read I like to have something on hand to read . . . i like very much to have something to read) . . . well walter dear as every body asks every body how are you going to spend the 4 th . . . it dont seem like a year since we moved here but time comes round." Louisa often articulates circularity, not always using the locution "comes round." This particular time-phrase, though, resounds in Whitman's "Song of Prudence": "The interest will come round-all will come round." Then, there is Louisa's line in her February 11, 1873, letter to Walt: "if we had a home walt you might loaf as long as you wanted to," and, in a June 20, 1867, letter, Louisa, as she often does, gives Walt a report on his brother George: "he was here to breakfast this morning but felt as if he would like to loaf and live at his ease." (Here, of course, she is echoing "Song of Myself": "I loafe and invite my soul, / I lean and loafe at my ease observing a spear of summer grass.")
We learn about Louisa's persistent compulsion to write, as in a March 11, 1868, letter: "but I cant feel satisfied till i write something so much for habit." There is also the February 27, 1867, letter: "i feel as if i must write a few lines every time i get a letter i cant feel satisfied untill i write sometimes i think its real foolish to write every week but if i dont it seems as if i had something to doo that i had neglected." In her September 25 or October 2, 1863, letter, she tells Walt: "here goes another Of mothers scientific letters when i get desperate i write commit it to paper as you literary folks say."
Whitman saw in his mother her innate pride, but he also saw the threats which dependency made on that pride. Louisa had to fight daily to maintain it. Though there was more than one element working to erode Louisa's sense of self, the most dominant one was money. Her sole source of support was George's and Walt's financial help. Son Jeff was a minor player in this regard, and none of the other children helped her out financially. The most wrenching example of this threat of dependency comes in her relationship with George after he returns from fighting in the Civil War, and this threat lasted to her death. Louisa's December 3, 1865, letter hints at her awareness that George might have started to resent helping fund her. During the Civil War, George would send his soldier's pay for Louisa to put in the bank, a portion to go in her own bank account and the rest in his. Louisa had scrupulously spent only her share on living expenses, not touching George's. She tells Walt in this letter that she needed new shoes but that she couldn't find any that fit and that she didn't know when she could get any now: "i dont have much money to spend now adays to think i was such A fool as to use all the money i had in the bank and save the other now i want it and wish i had saved my own George is good enoughf and gives mone[y?] when i ask him but Walt you know how i dislike to ask and there is so many little things to take money that young men that never had A family dont think off but i might be very much worse off but i get kind of down hearted sometimes."
A week later, Louisa appears to "be very much worse off" when she thanks Walt for the two dollars he sent, which came after the following took place: "at noon i hadent one cent and i asked georgee to give me 50 cents and after looking for a considerable time he laid me down 50 cents well Walt i felt so bad and child like i cried." Louisa goes on to speak of George's moodiness and of the change in him. She also tries to reassure herself: "sometimes i would think maybee he is tired of having me and Edd and then i would think george is too noble a fellow for that." But Louisa keeps writing about George's disturbing transformation. In her May 31, 1866, letter, she notes: "he has got to be very economicall very different from when he was in the army but every body changes some for the better and some for the worser)." In Louisa's December 15, 1867, letter, she informs Walt that "georgee has got nearly over his quiet spell . . . i hope it wont occur again very soon I cant bear to have any body so and not know what is the cause." But Louisa's feeling rebuffed doesn't stop, and she writes in a June 13, 1871, letter to Walt: "but walt for all that George would never see me want i have too high an opinion of him to think he would ever shirk in any way if i was needy)."
Even after George married Louisa Orr Haslam and Louisa had moved to Camden to live with them, she continued to comment on George's change. In her March 26-28, 1873, letter, she speaks of Gorge's frugality. In her April 10-15, 1873, letter, two months before she died, Louisa tells Walt that George makes money from several different jobs and more is coming: "so you see walt the more we have the more we want) i suppose if i needed george would help me but he has never given me 50 cents since i have been heere . . . george is more changed in some respects than i could ever believe."
Louisa uses words like "dignity," "pride," "respect" off and on throughout her letters. When her fifth child Andrew died, she described in a December 4, 1863, letter to Walt the preparations for burial she, George, Jeff, and Mattie (Jeff's wife) had made: "he is laid in a frock coat of Georges and vest and every thing very respectful plate on his coffin with his age and name . . . i am composed and ca[lm?]" Twelve days later, she tells Walt more: "[the funeral] was conducted with the utmost quietness and respect with no bussell nor confusion . . . altogether it was as far as respectability is)."
Such passages illustrate the priority Louisa gave to pride, but her dealings with George and her financial dependence on him and Walt manifest the difficulty she faced maintaining her dignity. Whitman, privy to his mother's pain, thus had a concrete referent in Democratic Vistas (1871) when he spoke of independence, pride, and self-respect: "We believe the ulterior object of political and all other government . . . to be among the rest, not merely to rule, to repress disorder &c., but to develop, to open up to cultivation, to encourage the possibilities of all beneficent and manly outcroppage, and of that aspiration for independence, and the pride and self-respect latent in all characters." Just as Whitman kept stressing that democracy's realization lies in the future, so too did Louisa's hopes for independence, pride, and self-respect on any consistent level rest in the future. Whitman's four portraits of women that he included in Democratic Vistas clearly relate to his experiences with Louisa, and, though the images may not look radical or "progressive" today in showcasing the choices each woman had, the choices would have offered hope for Louisa. Whitman says in Democratic Vistas, "Of all dangers to a nation . . . there can be no greater one than having certain portions of the people set off from the rest by a line drawn-they not privileged as others, but degraded, humiliated, made of no account." It would be in 1888, long after Louisa's death, that Whitman would say, "Leaves of Grass is essentially a woman's book."
That same year, he told his friend Horace Traubel:
